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The aim of this chapter is to give a first impression of the assumptions and
principles underlying the theory of Functional Discourse Grammar and to
indicate its position in the larger context of linguistic research. After a brief
introduction (Section 1.1), we will address the question of why many lin-
guists wish to go beyond the level of language description and why, in doing
so, they wish to make use of theoretical models (Section 1.2). Next, a very
general characterization of Functional Discourse Grammar will be pro-
vided by discussing each of the words that make up its name:

• Why functional? (Section 1.3)
• Why discourse? (Section 1.4)
• What is (in) a grammar? (Section 1.5).

1.1. Introduction

Linguistics is all about trying to increase our knowledge of and insight into
human language—how it is organized, used, and acquired and how it



develops over time. This is something linguists on the whole agree on.
Linguists disagree, however, on what is the best way to achieve this. Some
maintain that a systematic and detailed description and comparison of
individual languages is, ultimately, all that is needed, while others believe
that a certain degree of generalizing and theorizing is required, which often
results in the use of linguistics models. Those who agree that theoretical
models can be useful often disagree, however, on the shape and organization
of such models, and the kind of phenomena they ought to represent and
explain. Before embarking on a detailed description of Functional Dis-
course Grammar (FDG), we will use this introductory chapter to address
the question of why linguistic models in general, and FDG in particular, can
help us understand how language works.

1.2. Why linguistic theory?

All linguistic research is first and foremost based on observation and
description—it will be clear that it is no use trying to analyse linguistic
expressions and to theorize about them unless we get the data right. This
may sound simple, but performing the tasks of observation and description
already involves a number of important decisions on the part of a linguist.
First of all, a linguist has to decide what or who to observe, that is, which
sources to use. In the first half of the twentieth century, linguists (or
grammarians, as they are usually referred to) largely confined themselves
to published texts (mostly of a literary or journalistic nature) and introspec-
tion. This choice was partly dictated by the circumstances in which these
grammarians worked: published written sources were the only external
sources that were readily available for examination. Partly, however, the
restrictions were deliberately imposed by these grammarians themselves,
since many of them believed that grammars ought to fulfil not only a
descriptive but also a prescriptive function: their aim was not so much to
describe which linguistic expressions were used in a language, but which
linguistic expressions ought to be used. These expressions, they reasoned,
were primarily to be found in published, edited texts. In the second half of
the twentieth century, however, both the circumstances of linguistic research
and the attitude of linguists towards the function of linguistic description
changed. Technological developments made it possible to examine all kinds
of language: written as well as spoken, formal and informal, different
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geographical varieties (dialects) and social varieties (sociolects), while
linguists, on the whole, opted for a more purely descriptivist approach, in
which all these different sources were, indeed, considered relevant.
Another choice that descriptive grammarians were faced with was that of

selecting the relevant information from the huge amount of raw data they
had at their disposal: a principled choice needed to be made as to which data
to describe and which not. For a long time these were the tasks linguists set
themselves: in the so-called descriptive tradition linguists were, on the
whole, content to give as comprehensive and systematic a description of
one particular language as possible.
In the course of the twentieth century, however, linguists increasingly felt

the need not only to describe what was and was not acceptable in a particular
language, but also to reveal the rules and principles underlying the construc-
tion of linguistic expressions. This meant the description of languages was no
longer seen as the ultimate aim of linguistic research, but as a basis for
tackling such questions as why languages are organized the way they are,
how they are acquired, and why and how they change. In other words, the
linguist’s aim was now to discover the system behind language and the
general principles underlying this system. To perform this new task, linguists
began to develop theoretical models which would allow them to compare
(sometimes widely) different languages in a systematic manner, to make intra-
linguistic and cross-linguistic generalizations, to recognize—perhaps not eas-
ily nor directly observable—deeper patterns, and to ensure consistency and
efficiency in analysis. Rather than having to rely on ad hoc explanations,
linguists were now able to develop a well-grounded, unified approach, using
clearly defined concepts and unambiguous underlying representations.
Once the idea of using models to represent the internal organization of

languages, as well as the relations between different languages, had gained a
foothold, linguists became more ambitious. As the first models became
more and more sophisticated, there was a growing awareness that these
models could be used for other ends as well. Subsequently, these models
came to be applied in a large number of areas, including:

• Language processing. This is where theoretical linguistics meets such
disciplines as psycholinguistics and neurolinguistics. Some theories, for
instance, claim to describe or represent the way human beings produce
and process language, or the way (linguistic) knowledge is represented in
the mind. These models go beyond the description and explanation of the
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language system; they are meant to describe the actual processes of
production and/or interpretation and are as such based on theories
about how knowledge is stored, activated, and retrieved. Other theories
take a more modest position in this respect, merely claiming to be com-
patible with what is at present known about language production and
comprehension (see also Section 1.5).

• Language acquisition. Language models could also be applied in research
on both first and second language acquisition. One of the fundamental
questions in this area is that of how much (and which) linguistic know-
ledge is genetically determined (innate) and howmuch is acquired through
exposure to linguistic input (see also Section 1.3).

• Language change. Just as theoretical models can help to describe, explain,
and represent languages in their present form, they can do the same for the
earlier stages of each language. This, in turn, can help us to chart the
changes (in individual languages, but also in groups of languages) that
have taken place over time; moreover, it enables linguists to demonstrate
affinities that existed between now perhaps hugely differing languages at
earlier stages of their development. Of particular interest in this respect is
the process of grammaticalization. Most theories make a distinction
between lexical elements (elements with semantic content, lexemes) and
grammatical elements (semantically empty elements, e.g. inflections, auxil-
iaries, determiners, etc.). Since these two groups of elements behave differ-
ently (semantically, morphosyntactically, and phonologically), they are
analysed and represented in different ways. Diachronic research has
shown abundantly that most grammatical elements have developed out of
lexical ones, and that, since this change is gradual, many elements are in the
process of becoming grammatical at any point in the history of a language.
It is this final point in particular that forms a challenge for linguistic models,
which typically rely on a strict categorization of elements, and as such are
ill-equipped to deal with this kind of in-between stage. At the same time,
this particular feature of linguistic models may prove to be useful, as it
forces the linguist to describe well-defined criteria for distinguishing lexical
and grammatical elements (see also Section 1.3 and Section 2.3.2).

• Language evolution. In recent years, there has been an increasing interest in
the evolution of language, as linguists (as well as psychologists, cognitive
scientists, biologists, anthropologists, neuroscientists, mathematicians, and
many others) started to ask such questions as how did language emerge, did
it emerge suddenly or gradually, how did it evolve, why is it structured the
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way it is, what is its relation to biological evolution, and why is it that only
humans possess it? Thus far, much of the work is speculative, but it is clear
that here, too, theoretical considerations will play a role.

Altogether, there seem to be good reasons for wanting to couch one’s
linguistic research in some kind of theoretical framework. FDG is one
such framework. This, of course, leads us to the question of which frame-
work or model to use, and, more specifically, why use FDG?

1.3. Why functional?

1.3.1. Some fundamental theoretical issues

Although many linguists agree that some kind of theoretical basis is
required in order to gain more insight into the way language is organized,
there is at the same time considerable disagreement about what linguistic
theories and the models they use should look like, which questions they
should seek to answer, and on which underlying assumptions and beliefs
they ought to be based. As a result, a great many theoretical models have
been developed, each with their own specific object of study, their own aims
and underlying principles, and their own concepts, terminology, and way of
representing linguistic structure. Broadly speaking, it is possible to distin-
guish two main paradigms: the formal paradigm and the functional para-
digm. Although the distinction is far from clear-cut, theories belonging to
these paradigms tend to differ along a number of (sometimes interrelated)
parameters. Let us consider some of these parameters in some detail.

1.3.1.1. The purpose of language
Whenever we use language, we do so for a reason, even if we are not always
aware of the exact function of our linguistic utterances at a particular
moment. Although in most cases the average speaker can identify some
direct purpose (to give or obtain information, to get something done, or to
express surprise or anger), speakers normally do not realize how many
different functions language can serve. For a linguist, however, the question
of why people use language is a crucial one, since, as we will see in what
follows, the answer may determine which areas of linguistic description are
considered to be central, which in turn will determine the exact object of
study. The following list, although not exhaustive, gives an impression of
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the wide range of functions that have been identified (based on Finch 2003:
21–40, cf. Jakobson 1960):

(i) Physiological function
At moments of extreme excitement, anger, pain, etc., language may
simply serve to release nervous/physical energy. Linguistic expressions
fulfilling this function often take the form of ‘bad language’ (Damn!
Yuck!)

(ii) Phatic function
Language may serve a purely social function: we are not conveying
information, but are merely being polite or sociable. Commenting on
the weather may have this function, as well as other conventionalized
phrases like How do you do? when used as a greeting or Dear John at
the beginning of a letter.

(iii) Recording function
People everywhere use language to note down things that they want to
remember, from shopping lists, to minutes of a meeting, journals, and
even epic stories.

(iv) Identifying function
Language is constantly used to name things: by using a particular word
to describe an object they want to talk about, people categorize that
object as belonging to a particular class. One of the functions of such
categorization is that it helps us to identify objects, thereby enabling
hearers to pick out the object that I, as the speaker, have in mind (see
also the discussion of linguistic categorization in subsection 1.3.1.5).

(v) Reasoning function
Although not all of our thought processes make use of words, much of
what we think already takes the shape of (more or less) complete
linguistic constructions. As such, language can be seen as an instru-
ment to express thoughts and ideas (sometimes also referred to as the
symbolic function of language, e.g. Evans and Green 2006: 6–9).

(vi) Communicating function
In the eyes of many people this probably constitutes the most crucial
function of language, and perhaps even the raison d’être for the exist-
ence of language. People use language to communicate, to get their
meaning across. Language, on this view, codes a speaker’s intentions;
the hearer’s job is that of decoding the utterance and of deducing the
intended message on the basis of the form of the linguistic expressions
used by the speaker.

6 1. WHY FUNCTIONAL DISCOURSE GRAMMAR?



(vii) Pleasure function
In some cases, language is primarily used to give delight: in poetry, for
instance, certain combinations of sounds (different forms of rhyme),
and the use of special rhythms, neologisms, and unusual syntactic
constructions may be used to give pleasure to the hearer or reader.

Not all of these functions are considered equally crucial. Generally speak-
ing, linguistic theories tend to be based on one of only two of these func-
tions: either it is believed that the main purpose of language is to express
thought, or that language first and foremost serves the purpose of commu-
nication. Other functions are either subsumed under these two main func-
tions (e.g. the identifying function can easily be seen as resulting from a need
to communicate), or regarded as derivative, in the sense that the function
may have arisen after language had come to exist (e.g. the phatic or the
pleasure function).

1.3.1.2. The object of study
(i) Central area of interest
The grammar of a language is generally assumed to consist of a number of
different areas, traditionally referred to as phonology (the study of sounds,
stress, and intonation), morphology (the study of the internal structure of
words), syntax (concerned with the structure of clauses and phrases, and the
order of elements within clauses and phrases), semantics (the study of
meaningful elements within a language), and pragmatics (concerned with
the way in which speakers use language in order to communicate their
intentions). In addition, grammars do not operate in isolation: there is
continuous interaction between the grammar and a language user’s concep-
tualization of the world, between the grammar and previous discourse,
between the grammar and the immediate discourse situation (including
the speech participants), and between the grammar and the society in
which it is used. Different theoretical frameworks focus on different areas
and relations, which inevitably leads to differences in the overall organiza-
tion of the models used, as well as to differences in concepts, terminology,
and representation.

(ii) Competence vs. performance
Many theoretical linguists (as well as prescriptivist grammarians through
the ages) choose to concentrate on competence in their study of language,
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that is, on a speaker’s abstract, tacit knowledge about the structure of his/
her (native) language. Within the heterogeneous phenomenon of human
speech, De Saussure, for instance, made a distinction between langue and
parole. Langue is defined as ‘both a social product of the faculty of speech
and a collection of necessary conventions that have been adopted by a social
body to permit individuals to exercise that faculty’; it is ‘a self-contained
whole and a principle of classification’ (De Saussure 1974 (1915): 9). Parole,
on the other hand, is the executive side of human speech, the actual mani-
festations of language; as such, it is always individual (De Saussure 1974
(1915): 13). For De Saussure langue was the essential part of human speech:
to master a language is to master its langue, that is, the system of signs that
make up the language. Unlike parole, langue is homogeneous; as such it is
the only part that can be studied separately. Langue, therefore, is the only
possible object of study for the linguist.
Chomsky (1965, 1986) made a similar distinction. For him the two funda-

mentally different concepts are those of (grammatical) competence and per-
formance (later I-language and E-language). Performance equals De
Saussure’s parole: it is defined as ‘the actual use of language in concrete
situations’ (Chomsky 1965: 4) and is characterized by false starts, deviating
forms, hesitationmarkers, and all kinds of other speech errors which speakers,
on reflection, will identify as ‘mistakes’. Performance, therefore, cannot be
regarded as a direct reflection of a speaker’s competence, that is, of ‘the
speaker-hearer’s knowledge of his language’ (Chomsky 1965: 4). According
to Chomsky, ‘[a] grammar of a language purports to be a description of the
ideal speaker-hearer’s intrinsic competence’ (Chomsky 1965: 4). Linguistic
theory is, in other words, mentalistic, ‘since it is concerned with discovering a
mental reality underlying actual behaviour’ (Chomsky 1965: 4).
One might, on the other hand, also argue that performance forms the only

objective and directly accessible source available; for empirical researchers
(strongly represented in the discipline of corpus linguistics), it is therefore
the only legitimate object of study. Moreover, it has turned out that from
the point of view of language change, performance cannot be dismissed:
what may be considered as ungrammatical or deviating use of language
may, in fact, turn out to signal a change in progress.

1.3.1.3. Innateness
With regard to the issue of innateness, two different camps can be identified
(although in-between positions also exist). On the one hand, there are the
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nativists, who believe that children are born with a highly abstract knowledge
of language (in the form of language universals). The most important reason
for assuming the presence of such knowledge is the fact that children can learn
their native language(s) very rapidly, at a very early age, and only before a
certain age (the critical, or sensitive, period). Moreover, children manage to
do this on the basis of incomplete and often incorrect input (often referred to
as the ‘poverty of stimulus’ argument). This has led many linguists to believe
that language must, to a large extent, be innate; that is, that knowledge about
language, in a very abstract form, is there when we are born, as a kind of
linguistic blueprint (the language faculty or language acquisition device). This
abstract knowledge, in the form of language universals, needs to be activated
by input, which then triggers the correct, language specific forms.
On the other hand, there is the cultural camp, or the emergentists, who

claim that linguistic knowledge is acquired just like any other kind of
knowledge. They do not believe in a separate language acquisition device,
but maintain that children learn language through ‘emergence’ (Sampson
2005: 179–84) or ‘construction’ (Butler 2003: 26–7); that is to say, they
gradually build up their knowledge of language on the basis of general
cognitive abilities and linguistic input (see also Dik 1997a: 6–7).

1.3.1.4. The role of context
Some theories emphasize the importance of the context of a linguistic
utterance, while in other theories the role of context is (at most) marginal.
Whether or not context is considered to be important depends on what is
regarded as the purpose of language and what forms the object of study. If
the purpose of language is the expression of thought, we are dealing with a
purely individual, mentalistic phenomenon, for which a study of context is
irrelevant. Likewise, it will be clear that theories which focus entirely on
grammatical competence will pay little or no attention to the context of use,
whether linguistic or extra-linguistic: all that matters is that the expressions
produced are grammatical according to a speaker’s internalized grammar.
If, on the other hand, language is first and foremost seen as a means of
communication, linguistic knowledge must include not only purely gram-
matical knowledge, but will also have to include knowledge of which
expressions are most appropriate, effective, or efficient in a particular
context. Similarly, if a theory is based on the idea that the form of linguistic
utterances is (directly or indirectly) related to, or derived from, the way these
expressions are used (i.e. their communicative function), the context in
which these utterances are used cannot be ignored.
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1.3.1.5. The nature of linguistic categorization
Man is often described as a categorizing animal in the sense that all human
activity involves categorization: without the ability to recognize objects as
belonging to a particular class, we could not survive (e.g. Labov 1973: 342;
Lakoff 1987: 5–6). Similarly, both the use and the study of language cannot
do without categorization. As Aarts et al. (2004) put it:

Categorization is a notion that lies at the heart of virtually all approaches to
grammar, be they descriptive, theoretical, or cognitive. All linguists would agree
that you cannot do linguistics without assuming that grammatical categories exist in
some shape or other. What linguists disagree about is the nature of those categories.
Are they discrete, as the classical Aristotelian tradition has it, or are they blurred at
the edges, as has been argued more recently, especially by cognitive linguists?

(Aarts et al. 2004: 1)

Naturally, it would bemost convenient for linguists if the classical view could be
upheld and categories could be assumed to have strict boundaries, with each
and every linguistic item clearly belonging to one, and only one class. As many
linguists have pointed out, however, even the most basic distinctions in linguis-
tics (say between verbs and nouns, or between lexical and grammatical elem-
ents) are not always clear cut (e.g. Crystal 1967; Taylor 2003; Aarts 2007;
Keizer 2007a, 2007b). This means that we have to accept that linguistic cat-
egoriesmayhave fuzzy boundaries, while categorymembershipmaybe graded,
in that some elements may be better (more central) members of a category than
others). To accommodate the idea of gradience in linguistic categorization,
theories often appeal to prototype theory (e.g. Rosch 1978; Lakoff 1987).

1.3.2. Formal and functional approaches

Formal and functional approaches tend to take opposite stands on each of
these issues. A very general characterization of the two perspectives will
suffice to illustrate, in a somewhat black-and-white manner, the different
choices they make. We will then proceed by giving a more detailed descrip-
tion of the FDG position.

The formal paradigm

Purpose of language Instrument for thought

Object of study Morphosyntax and phonology (i.e. the formal
aspects of language); in particular the ideal native
speaker’s knowledge of those formal aspects
(grammatical competence).
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The functional paradigm

Purpose of language Instrument for communication

Object of study All aspects of language that ultimately dictate the
use and form of linguistic expressions, e.g.
pragmatics, semantics, morphosyntax, and
phonology, whereby pragmatics and semantics
(intention and meaning) are more central than
syntax and phonology (form). Focus of interest is
the speaker’s communicative competence (Hymes
1972), i.e. all the knowledge required for successful
linguistic communication.

Innateness The acquisition of language develops as the result
of communicative interaction; what is needed,
apart from linguistic input, are the general
cognitive abilities that also form the basis for the
acquisition of many other forms of knowledge and
skills.

Role of context Essential. Since the form of linguistic expressions is
regarded as being shaped by their use, they can
only meaningfully be studied within the context in
which they are used.

Categorization Gradual, due to the interaction of several,
sometimes competing, factors; definitions based on
prototypical instances.

Innateness Human beings have an innate knowledge of a
‘universal grammar’, i.e. the very abstract features
that all languages have in common. This
knowledge is located in a separate part of the brain
(the language faculty), which functions
autonomously from other types of knowledge.

Role of context Very small. Typically limited to immediate
linguistic context (the clause).

Categorization Strict, on the basis of well-defined necessary and
sufficient features.
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Functional Discourse Grammar, as the name clearly indicates, belongs to the
functional paradigm. Within the functional paradigm, however, we find a
wide range of different approaches, ranging from moderate to extreme (see
discussion in Butler 2003: 28–31). Extreme functionalists, according to Butler
(2003: 30) ‘not only claim that grammatical phenomena and categories
emerge from the requirements of discourse, but also go on to reject the
concept of grammar as a structural system’. Moderate functionalists, on the
other hand, do recognize that, at any particular point in time, a grammar is
indeed a structural system—a system shaped by use, and therefore to be
described in relation to language use. FDG, Butler argues, belongs to the
latter category; using Van Valin’s (1993) terminology, FDG can be charac-
terized as a ‘structural-functional’ theory of language. A closer look at the
FDG stand on some of the issuesmentioned above seems to support this view:

• FDG ‘seeks to reconcile the patent fact that languages are structured
complexes with the equally patent fact that they are adapted to function
as instruments of communication between human beings’ (Hengeveld and
Mackenzie 2008: ix; cf. Dik 1997a: 3).

• FDG believes in a functional explanation of the form of linguistic expres-
sions. FDG takes, in other words, a ‘function-to-form’ approach: taking
as its input a speaker’s communicative intentions, a process of formula-
tion takes place which translates these intentions into two functional
representations (one containing pragmatic, the other semantic informa-
tion); in turn, these representations form the input to a process of encod-
ing, which determines the morphosyntactic and phonological form of the
utterance (e.g. Hengeveld and Mackenzie 2008: 39).

• FDG tries to attain pragmatic adequacy. FDG takes a top-down, modu-
lar approach, starting with the speaker’s communicative intention. The
basic unit of analysis is, therefore, not the clause or the sentence, but the
Discourse Act, as expressing this communicative intention. In doing so,
FDG ‘takes the functional approach to language to its logical extreme in
that “pragmatics governs semantics, pragmatics and semantics govern
morphosyntax, and pragmatics, semantics and morphosyntax govern
phonology”’ (Hengeveld and Mackenzie 2008: 13; see also 37–8).

• FDG takes a discourse-oriented approach, acknowledging the fact that
certain formal properties of a linguistic expression can only be explained
when taking into account the discourse of which this expression forms
part (see also Section 1.4). It is, however, not only the previous discourse
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(textual information) which may determine the form of a linguistic utter-
ance: in addition, the situational context (providing physical and social
information about, for instance, the speech participants, the time and
place in which the speech event takes place, any other entities), as well
as long-term (cultural) knowledge need to be consulted at various times
during the production of a linguistic expression (see e.g. Connolly 2004,
2007, 2014; Rijkhoff 2008; Cornish 2009; Alturo et al. 2014a).

• Finally, as far as the acceptance of gradience in linguistic categorization is
concerned, the position taken by FDG clearly tends towards the struc-
tural (formal) position. Thus, although it is acknowledged that ‘[t]he
analysis of linguistic data does not always lead to clear-cut results’,
FDG does not regard this gradience to be part of the grammar: whereas
the cognitive and acoustic information is analogue in nature, the grammar
itself is digital (Hengeveld and Mackenzie 2008: 9). Where the distinction
between lexical and grammatical elements is concerned, for instance,
there is no denying that from a diachronic point of view, the distinction
is a gradual one, with the large majority of grammatical elements being
derived, through a gradual process, from lexical elements. Synchronically,
however, FDG insists on a sharp distinction between the two categories—
a distinction which, as we will see, plays a crucial role in the analysis of
any linguistic utterance (see Section 2.3.2; see also Keizer 2007b, 2013).

From the preceding, it will have become clear that, although definitely
belonging to the functional paradigm, FDG certainly does not take a
radical position within this paradigm. In fact, it would be more correct to
characterize FDG as occupying a position halfway between functional and
formal approaches to grammar.

1.4. Why discourse?

One important feature of FDG is that it acknowledges the fact that some
grammatical phenomena can only be explained by taking into consideration
units higher than the individual clause or sentence. Consider the following
simple exchange:

(1) A: Where does your brother live?
B: He lives in London.

At least two formal features of B’s answer depend on the previous discourse
context (in this case A’s question): the choice of pronoun (he) and the
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prosodic prominence of in London as the most important part of B’s
answer). In FDG, these formal aspects are accounted for by allowing the
grammar to interact with the (textual, situational, cultural, etc.) context in
which the discourse takes place.
The view that linguistic utterances need to be considered in the larger

discourse context also allows FDG to accept that units smaller than the clause
can make up complete Discourse Acts. Examples of such units are vocatives
(Peter!, Doctor!), answers to questions (A:Where does he live? B: In London),
or conventionalized phrases (Thanks, Good luck). In FDG such units are not
analysed as reduced clauses: as long as these units, by themselves, constitute
complete contributions to the ongoing discourse, theywill be analysed as (non-
clausal) Discourse Acts. It is, in other words, the discourse-oriented nature of
FDG that inevitably leads to the conclusion that the clause cannot be the basic
unit of analysis (Hengeveld and Mackenzie 2008: 4).
Despite this attempt to integrate FDG into a larger discourse context,

Hengeveld and Mackenzie emphasize that

FDG, despite its name, is not a functionally oriented Discourse Grammar (in the
sense of an account of discourse relations). Rather, it is an account of the inner
structure of Discourse Acts that is sensitive to the impact of their use in discourse
upon their form. (2008: 42)

As we will see in the following section, this position is consistent with the
FDG conception of what constitutes a grammar.

1.5. What is (in) a grammar?

We have seen that, as a functional theory, FDG does not analyse linguistic
utterances in isolation, but also takes into account conceptual aspects (e.g.
speakers’ intentions) and contextual aspects (the discourse context and the
immediate situation). In other words, FDG regards the grammar of a lan-
guage as interacting with a conceptual and a contextual component in a wider
theory of verbal communication. Nevertheless, it makes a clear distinction
between the grammar and these other components, in that it only considers
those linguistic phenomena that are encoded in the grammar of a language.
Thus, unlike in cognitive linguistics, a sharp distinction is made between
cognitive (conceptual) and semantic information: the former is preverbal in
nature, and although it may trigger the use of specific linguistic forms, it is not
in itself linguistic; semantic information, on the other hand, is part of the
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grammatical system, and includes only those parts of a speaker’s conceptu-
alized knowledge of the world that are linguistically expressed. Thus,
although FDG is functional in that it takes a ‘function–form’ approach, it
is, as Hengeveld and Mackenzie (2008: 38–9) point out, at the same time
‘form-oriented’: it only provides an account of those pragmatic and semantic,
as well as conceptual and contextual phenomena which are reflected in the
morphosyntactic and phonological form of an utterance. We will refer to this
as the Principle of Formal Encoding (see also Section 2.2.2).
Another important issue concerns the relation between the FDG model

and the actual, online process of language production. One of the distinctive
features of FDG is that it is a top-down model, starting with the formulation
of the speaker’s intention and from there progressing to articulation. It
needs to be emphasized, however, that this should not be interpreted as
meaning that FDG is a model of the speaker, that is, a model faithfully
reflecting the steps taken by the speaker in the production of a linguistic
utterance. Although FDG seeks to be psychologically adequate in that it
tries to make use of evidence from psycholinguistic studies of language
production (Levelt 1989), it remains a grammar, that is, an account of
linguistic phenomena. FDG is thus a model of language, of ‘encoded
intentions and conceptualizations’, not a model of the language user (see
Hengeveld and Mackenzie 2008: 2). Instead, the grammar must be seen as
mimicking the process of language production by modelling ‘the sequence
of steps that the analyst must take in understanding and laying bare the
nature of a particular phenomenon’ (Hengeveld and Mackenzie 2008: 2).

1.6. Summary

This chapter has provided a general characterization of the theory of FDG
by describing the underlying aims and principles of the theory and by
indicating its position in the spectrum of functional approaches. The main
points can be summarized as follows:

• FDG is a functional theory in that it regards the form of a language as
being shaped by its use. As such, FDG does not look at linguistic utter-
ances in isolation, but also takes into consideration the cognitive, dis-
course, and interactional aspects of such utterances.

• FDG is at the same time form-oriented in that its aim is to capture all and
only the formal properties of linguistic units, taking into consideration,
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however, the communicative intentions with which these units where
produced and the context in which they were uttered. This means that
FDG only includes in its grammar those cognitive, discourse, and inter-
actional aspects that are systematically reflected in the form (morphosyn-
tax or phonology) of a language.

• Despite the fact that FDG is speaker-oriented and modular, it is not
intended as a model of language production. Instead, FDG is first and
foremost an attempt to describe and explain linguistic facts in a way
compatible with what is known about language processing.

• It is believed that only through this specific combination of features and
assumptions will it be possible to offer a unified and comprehensive
account of the use, meaning, and form of all linguistic utterances.

Exercises

1. One prescriptive rule for English is that double negations are not
allowed. Now consider the examples in (ia) (from Chaucer’s The Canterbury
Tales) and (ib) (from Spanish):

(i) a. Ther *nas no man nowher so vertuous. *was not
He was the beste beggere in the hous.

(Chaucer, The Canterbury Tales, General Prologue 251–252)

b. No sé nunca nada de nada.
not know never nothing about nothing
‘I never know anything (about anything).’

How many negations do these examples contain? What does this tell you
about the nature of prescriptive rules?
Now compare the following two examples:

(ii) I don’t use bloody carbolic soap, I, don’t never use nothing like that.
(BYU-BNC, spoken, conversation)

Find similar examples from a corpus (for instance the BNC or COCA) and/or
the Internet and see if you can find patterns in the use of these double/triple
negations (who uses them, under which circumstances, what is their function).
If such patterns exist, what does that mean for the validity of this

prescriptive rule?
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2. Using the list of functions of language in Section 1.3.1, try and identify
the main function(s) of the examples in (i). Is it always easy to determine the
(possible) function(s) of an utterance? Are there any (major) functions that
you feel should be added to the list?

(i) a. My Christmas wish list: pony, Resident Evil 4, no socks!!!
b. Brrr, bit nippy today.
c. Joe Bloggs 1941–2012 | No pain, no grief, no anxious fear | can reach

our loved one sleeping here.
d. Ouch!
e. Why is the number six so scared? Because seven eight nine!
f. Big deal. | Whatever. | Yeah, right.

3.* As pointed out in Section 1.3.1, linguistic elements may not always be
easy to categorize, for instance in terms of syntactic category (verb, noun,
adjective, preposition, etc.).
Consider the examples in (i) and (ii):

(i) a. The dog was tired.
b. The dog was very tired.
c. the tired dog

(ii) a. The dog was asleep.
b. *The dog was very asleep.
c. *the asleep dog

a. What kind of words are tired and asleep (verb, noun, adjective, etc.). Are
both equally good examples of the category they belong to? Why (not)?

b. Lookup the origin of theword asleep.What formdid it have inOldEnglish?
Does this help us to explain the syntactic behaviour illustrated in (ii)?

Changes in the syntactic category of a word also take place in Present-day
English, as illustrated in example (iii):

(iii) a. Many companies attempted to justify the dismissals by saying
employees were absent. (COCA, written, newspaper)

b. But it is still clear that absent this program, thousands of Georgia
students would still be attending public schools their parents felt—for
whatever reason—were not serving their children’s needs. (COCA,
written, newspaper)

c. In the absence of better public transportation, some teens would like
to skateboard from place to place . . . (COCA, written, newspaper)
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